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Engaging with people affected by 
desertification: 
a guide for decision-makers
What are the benefits of working with affected 
communities? What are the challenges that I might face?
Drawing on evidence from drylands around the world, this
brief will help you overcome these challenges to design
participatory processes that can enable you to work more
effectively with affected communities to combat
desertification.
Background
To combat desertification, decision‐makers from the policy, NGO and
research communities are increasingly engaging with affected communities.
Working with the people who are affected by (or have a “stake” in)
desertification (“stakeholders”) is often challenging. There seem to always be
difficult characters to deal with and you often end up working with people,
who are in conflict with one another – or worse – in conflict with you. But
the promise of stakeholder participation is still alluring: democracy in action;
smarter and more popular decisions, designed by and supported by the
people who have to implement them.
Thi i f ti b i f id id b d i t i ith bs n orma on r e prov es ev ence ase on n erv ews w mem ers
of the EU‐funded DESIRE project who ran a comparable participatory process
with 14 communities affected by desertification around the world. This
represents a unique opportunity to compare participatory decision making in
a range of very different contexts. We analyse these experiences to suggest a
number of essential ingredients for a successful participatory process.
Whether success is judged in the eyes of the participants or in terms of
combating desertification, a few simple pointers can help you design
participatory processes that meet your aims.
Through stakeholder participation 
DESIRE aims to:
 Combine local and scientific knowledge to 
select feasible, effective and socially 
accepted sustainable land management (SLM) 
options
 Facilitate mutual learning through 
dialogue between stakeholder groups to 
achieve awareness, understanding and 
ownership over land degradation problems 
and SLM solutions









After all, it may be argued that such efforts will
inevitably require additional time and money,
which are often in short supply...
Experience from the DESIRE project suggests that by engaging affected communities, it is
possible to derive a number of important benefits for the participants that could help
combat desertification, which are well worth the extra effort...
5 reasons why its worth engaging                
with affected communities
1.Enhanced social networks, collaborations and trust




4.Build ownership, consensus & implement tailor-made solutions
























get everyone to fully agree with one another.
Designed and implemented well, your participatory process can harness those 
disagreements as part of a creative and interactive process. However, differences 
f l l fl d h ff
               
Indeed, that’s probably why you’re designing a 
participatory process... 


































Potential challenges for participation
1.Power imbalances 
2.Lack of interest in combating desertification
3.Previous negative experience
4 Differences between stakeholders.
1. Power imbalances: Power imbalances 











degradation after they have access to food clean water and health facilities Affected
power an   n uence are no  preven e  
from expressing their opinions by more 
confident, powerful individuals or groups













priorities which may arise from very different value systems that are unlikely to change
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Although the context in which you run a participatory process will affect your outcomes to
an extent, our analysis of engaging affected communities in very different contexts
around the world suggests that the most important factors determining success are the
way the process is designed, implemented and facilitated.
With a bit of planning, it is possible to create participatory processes that achieve their
goals no matter how challenging your context Here are some of the most important, .
things you need to get right when designing your participatory process…
1. Select your participants carefully
• Perform a “stakeholder analysis” to identify opinion makers and the ones with actual
decision making power and resources to implement decisions, as well as affected
parties
• Policy makers with actual decision‐making power need to be included in the process
for short‐term implementation. However, this can create a power imbalance that may
limit active participation and the emergence of new ideas, unless power dynamics are
f ll d th h f ilit ticare u y manage roug ac a on.
• If policy makers with decision making power cannot actively participate themselves,
they should at least be informed about the participatory process. In this case, their
technical personnel can participate, but the outcomes of the process should still be
respected by the ones with decision making power
• The group of participants needs to be representative of all interests in the community
affected by the decision
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• Innovators are needed within the group because they may be the first to actually test
new solutions and serve as an example for others
• Working in small groups of 10 to 20 people proved effective – if you have a larger
































• Built on existing relationships between participants by using existing networks and
contacts for communication. Communicate where possible through local leaders to
increase trust and acceptance
• A minimum level of trust is required between local and regional participants already
at the start of the process
• The process leaders should be familiar with the context and where possible with
participants











6. Think about how you implement your process
• Provide high‐quality, easily accessible and un‐biased background information so all
participants are at a similar level to one another, with a common understanding of
the issues being discussed
• Use a competent independent facilitator that can deal with power imbalances,
stimulate active participation of all actors and push and maintain the process
• Work with your facilitator to design a clearly structured but flexible process,
adapting your process design and methods to your goals and context
• Respect the knowledge of all participants, whether formally educated or not,
treating researchers as equal stakeholders in the process, critically evaluating both






Spain) we established active collaboration with different stakeholder groups
Land Management in Spain






























most productive during workshops
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range of stakeholders experts and existing literature
websites and leaflets






























and lasted no moregroup agreement over t e opt ma  com nat on o  
SLM options to be implemented in the field. 
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